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If You Want to Have a Good Discussion: 





Our students are taught two possible uses for if statements and questions – to support an opinion 
by giving reasons or examples and to discuss an issue deeply by thinking about other 
possibilities (Doe, Hurling, Kamada, Moroi, Takayama, 2011: 8). Although many students use if 
sentences to give reasons for their opinions, few use if statements and questions to discuss a 
topic more deeply or to introduce new ideas to discuss. As a result, many students simply answer 
the assigned discussion questions without expanding on them. This study uses a short simple 
practice activity to encourage students to ask if questions. It looks at whether the use of this type 
of activity primes students to ask more if questions in the subsequent discussion as well as in 
later lessons. It then examines what kinds of if sentences students use and whether these 
contribute to having better discussions.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
In our discussion classes, students are taught to use conditional sentences to talk about different 
possibilities. However, conditional structures are very flexible and have many possible uses. For 
example, they can be used to give advice, outline rules or regulations, introduce a new topic, and 
so on. It has been argued that most conditionals in everyday language are used for the purpose of 
influencing the beliefs and actions of another person (Evans, 2005: 111). Others point to the fact 
that conditionals are not used for the sake of merely hypothesizing about some imaginary 
possibility; instead they are used to make a particular point (Dancygier, 1998: 54-55). 
Conditionals clauses also usually occur at the beginning of a clause complex and act as the topic 
(Haiman, 1978: 572). Therefore, we often use conditionals to introduce some hypothetical state 
of affairs about which assertions can be made. This is an effective way of introducing new topics 
and expanding on a discussion. 
Early in the second semester, students are introduced to the Talking about Possibilities 
function. Initially, many students use if statements to give reasons or examples to support their 
opinions. Some examples of this are: 
 
1) “I want to travel. If I go abroad, I want to not only study language but also see many 
places.” 
2) “We should study English. If we don’t study English, we maybe confused when foreigners 
speak at me.” 
3) “In my opinion, English is important. If I can speak English, I can get a good job.” 
 
In these examples, the students are using conditionals to support their ideas as in #3, where the 
conditional sentence is used to give a reason why English is important. While this is an effective 
use of conditional sentences, it is something many students often do even before being 
introduced to the function. By only using conditionals for this purpose, they are not learning 
different ways of using these kinds of sentences. In addition, the if statements are often buried 
within a student’s turn and only used as support for an opinion.  As a result, other students do 
not see them as an invitation to consider that possibility and expand on it.  
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Students are taught two possible uses in our classes: to support opinions by giving 
reasons and examples and to discuss other possibilities so that they can expand on a topic. Both 
of these are useful skills but students often find it easier to use conditionals to support their ideas 
and do not use them to introduce new ideas for discussion. By doing this, they are missing an 
opportunity to have better and deeper discussions. Because of this, students should be 
encouraged to use if sentences more effectively in discussions. Asking if questions would be a 
good way of opening new areas of a topic for discussion but students rarely do that, even in the 
lesson in which the function is introduced.  
This paper will examine if a short preparation activity induces students to use more 
conditional sentences, especially conditional questions. It will also look at what purposes 
students use conditional sentences for and whether or not they contribute to a better discussion. 
 
METHOD 
It was decided to do a short practice activity following the preparation for discussion 2. This was 
done in the sixth lesson of the semester. By this point in the semester, many students had 
stopped using the previously taught function of considering different possibilities. This practice 
activity was done with six classes. In other cases, the students needed extra practice with that 
lesson’s function or there was not enough time to do the practice activity. 
To prepare for the second discussion, students were put in pairs. They then had two 
minutes at each of four “stations” to discuss a topic related to that lesson’s theme of 
globalization. For example, one station read: 
 
Jun: “I’m not interested in Hollywood movies. They are only popular because they have good 
special effects. The stories in Hollywood movies are not deep, so I prefer Japanese movies.”  
(agree/disagree). (Doe et al, 2011: 41) 
 
After discussing each of the four topics (movies, clothing, fast food, Disney), students 
were told to ask their partner one if question about the topic of the last station they had talked 
about. Their partner did not have to answer the question; they simply had to think of one if 
question each. All students, with the exception of one, were able to do this in about two minutes. 
It was hoped this would prime the students to use if statements and questions in the discussions 
even though this was not the main focus of the lesson. The students were then split into groups 
of four to discuss the following questions: 
 
1) Do you like any American products or businesses? Why or why not?  
2) Do you think it is good to have a lot of American products and businesses in Japan? (Doe et 
al, 2011: 41) 
 
RESULTS 
For the six classes who did the practice activity, the number of if statements and questions used 
in Discussion 1 (ten minutes) were compared to the first ten minutes of Discussion 2. In these 
classes there was an increase in the number of if statements and questions used. (see Table 1).  
In all six classes, there were a total of three if statements and no if questions used in 
discussion 1. This increased to a total of 17 statements and 8 questions in the first ten minutes of 
discussion 2. In the full 16 minutes of discussion 2, there were a total of 30 statements and 18 
questions. This shows that this short activity resulted in an increase in student awareness of 
conditional sentences and encouraged them to use them more in the second discussion. 





If If? If If? If If?
Mon1 8 0 0 3 0 7 1
Mon2 7 0 0 3 2 4 4
Mon3 7 2 0 3 1 4 2
Wed2 8 0 0 1 2 1 2
Thur1 8 1 0 5 2 7 3
Fri2 6 0 0 2 1 7 2
Totals 3 0 17 8 30 18
Disc 1 Disc 2 (1st 10 min) Disc 2 (total)
 
Table 1  If questions and statements used 
 
The results for these classes were then compared with the classes which did not do the 
short practice activity. The number of if statements and if questions used in Discussion 2 were 
counted for each class and divided by the number of students in that class. This was done again 
for Discussion 2 in lesson 7 to see if there had been any lasting effects from the activity (see 
Table 2). 
Although the sample size was quite small, the results were then compared by an 
Independent Samples Median Test, which found a significant difference (p<0.05) between the 
two groups in the number of if questions asked in Discussion 2 in Lesson 6. However, there was 
no significant difference in the number of if statements made either in Lesson 6 or in Lesson 7. 
In addition, there was no significant difference between the two groups in terms of if questions 
in Lesson 7.  
 
Class Level Activity? L6 If L6 If? L7 If L7 If?
Mon1 B Yes 0.88 0.13 0.25 0.25
Mon2 A Yes 0.57 0.43 0.00 0.00
Mon3 B Yes 0.50 0.25 0.38 0.13
Wed2 B Yes 0.13 0.25 0.71 0.29
Thur1 A Yes 0.88 0.38 0.75 0.38
Fri2 B Yes 1.17 0.17 0.14 0.14
Tues1 A No 0.86 0.00 1.00 0.14
Tues2 A No 0.29 0.00 0.14 0.29
Thur2 B No 0.33 0.00 0.00 0.00
Thur3 A No 0.57 0.14 0.00 0.14
Fri1 B No 0.20 0.00 0.88 0.00
Sat1 B No 0.33 0.17 0.38 0.00
Sat2 B No 0.13 0.00 0.38 0.00  
Table 2  Prep. activity compared to no activity 
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These results show that the activity was useful in encouraging students to ask more if 
questions in the second discussion. Several of the questions asked led to a new topic being 
introduced which was then discussed by the group. Some examples of these questions were: 
 
1) “If there are no American shops in Japan, what do you think?” 
2) “If Disneyland found in Japan, what do you think?” 
3) “If there is McDonalds in Disneyland, do you go?” 
 
When students used these types of conditional questions, the topics being discussed were 
expanded. Students discussed these new questions as a group for several minutes. Rather than 
simply answering an assigned question, students were showing autonomy in choosing what 
areas of the topic they wished to discuss. In most cases, questions such as these led to more 
active participation in the discussions. 
The other if sentences used fell into several categories: 
 
1) Giving advice (e.g. “If new student wants to be successful, I recommend going to a circle 
party.” 
2) Imagining possibilities (e.g. “If I use Mixi to make new friends, some friends don't fit me.”) 
3) Supporting opinions (e.g. “I think we should attend class alone. In my case, if I attend the 
class with my friend, I study noisily.” 





Most of the conditionals used were for the purpose of supporting an opinion. Although 
this is a useful function, it does not explicitly ask the other students in the group to consider 
other possibilities. Often other students ignore the chance to expand on that topic and instead 
give their own answer to the assigned discussion questions. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Although the use of if questions increased in the discussion following the activity, there was not 
a trend of increased use in the following lessons. However, the increased use of if questions in 
Discussion 2 seems to have led the students to expand on the discussion and talk about an issue 
more deeply. Rather than simply each giving their answers to the discussion question, they 
explored other areas of the topic which they may not have considered without another student 
raising the possibility. 
As mentioned, the effects of this activity did not carry over to subsequent lessons. To be 
effective, it may be necessary to have repeated short practice activities to review previously 
taught functions. This type of short practice activity could also be adapted to review of other 
functions such as Giving Examples or Sharing Experiences. A possible area of future research 
would be to examine the effectiveness of such short practice activities with a larger sample size 
than was used in this study. 
In addition, although asking if questions seemed to have a positive effect on the depth of 
the discussion and on student autonomy within the discussion, this was simply a general 
impression of the discussions. A systematic analysis of student responses to if questions may be 
useful to examine how these questions function within a discussion.  
 
 




Although conditional sentences can be used in many different ways, it was found that students 
generally used them as support for their opinions. To be effective in expanding and deepening a 
topic under discussion, students should be encouraged to use conditionals, especially conditional 
questions, to introduce different aspects of a topic for discussion. The type of practice activity 
used in this study was effective in increasing student use of if statements and questions. It is also 
important to consider how students are using conditionals and their effect on the discussion. 
Students should be encouraged to ask other students about other possibilities as this encourages 
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